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Foreword


There is no description, no image in any book that is capable of replacing the sight of real trees, and all the life to be found around them, in a real forest. Something emanates from those trees which speaks to the soul, something no book, no museum is capable of giving…. How often is the soul of man—especially that of the child—deprived because one does not put him into contact with nature.

—Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence reprinted by permission of Montessori International



As I began my career teaching the Montessori Elementary class, I was very eager to bring my students out into the woods. Montessori’s words resonated with me as I remembered my own childhood and the joys of growing up on a farm. After trying out various outdoor programs and camps, someone suggested calling Mark Warren.

It wasn’t long before I knew I had found the perfect person. The great naturalist writer, Wendell Berry, wrote that our children no longer learn how to read the great Book of Nature from their own direct experience. Mark appears to have the whole book memorized and shares it with enthusiasm and clarity! Taking a rambling walk in the woods with Mark is amazing. Whatever flower, tree, or animal anyone points out and asks about, Mark knows the story. And it’s not just the name of the plant or creature, but how it lives, who it is afraid of, whether or not it is edible, how the native people used it, and how it might be used for medicinal purposes.

No matter what activity Mark has arranged for us at Medicine Bow, he always shows us the infinite connections humans have with nature. A great example of this knowledge is when he teaches students how to build a fire. Students are so eager to learn and practice building a fire. His lesson might go as follows:

First you have to learn which three trees are the best to use. Can you identify them? Why are these trees the best? Do you know which direction the flame goes? Can you build a pyre so that the flame can easily climb from kindling to logs? Can you light the pyre with only one match?

We often use a small branch of the black birch tree to make the tea for our naming ceremony. So where do we look? Well, it lives on the north side of the mountain, so where is north? What should we look for to identify it by leaf and bark?

Mark remembers how to play and invents all kinds of interesting games that practice the many skills of the outdoors such as stalking, archery, and identifying plants. Without the distraction of watches or electronics, there is space for talking, laughing, and silly games around the fire.

As darkness falls we gather around the roaring fire for a story. Mark weaves mesmerizing stories of life in the forest while we gaze at the fire under a canopy of stars. No one leaves early, even if they fall asleep on the ground.

Students are changed by these days and nights in the woods. Conversation on the bus ride back home is greatly different than at the beginning of the trip. With great enthusiasm they tell all the stories of their adventures to parents and siblings. When students later return to visit after high school, college, and beyond, they always ask about Mark and reminisce about their Medicine Bow experiences. They retain their magical memories, and some have even been inspired by the experience with Mark to pursue careers that involve environmental outdoor work.

The secrets of the forest are no longer hidden. You have them all in these four volumes. Enjoy them and share them with all the children and adults you know.

—Betty Litsey, cofounder of Arbor Montessori School
Montessori guide for forty-three years
Founder of Arbor’s Outdoor Program





PART 1
Eye to Eye with the Animals of the Wild






Author’s Note

Simply put, stalking is all about being sneaky. It is an art of deception that requires both physical and mental discipline. To successfully stalk an animal of the wild, a human must hide, mask, alter, or eliminate the following telltale clues to his or her presence: 1. eye-catching movement, 2. displaying the classic human silhouette, 3. vocal sounds and sounds from articles worn (rustling, swishing, creaking) or carried (sloshing, clinking, jingling, rattling), 4. sounds underfoot from body weight, 5. body scent, and 6. alarming other animals incidental to the area.

There is a part of us that will always love the concept of hiding. Think how many times in your life you have enjoyed “sneaking up on” someone—a friend, a relative…. or even a pet. The thrill of becoming invisible is probably atavistic, trickling down to us through our genes from our paleo-ancestor-hunters. Even outside the hunting arena, there is a singular excitement in being present to observe while, in turn, not being observed.

Centuries ago Cherokee hunters stalked through these eastern woodlands where I live. They moved slower than you might guess, gliding on legs made strong by the demands of hunting and by the mountain terrain itself. It takes great patience to stalk successfully, but in the old days such a hunter might never have mentioned this quality. Slowing down was simply a necessity that brooked no lapses or shortcuts. It was part of the daily work of surviving. Without a dedication to that work, he went hungry.

In the dense forests of the eastern United States, a bow-hunter faced two consistent problems almost everywhere he turned. First, he needed an open “window” through which his arrow could fly undisturbed toward his target. Obstacles to deflect a projectile were everywhere: tree trunks, branches, shrubs, vines, and boughs of leaves. Even a single leaf can spoil the trajectory of an otherwise perfectly launched arrow.

The second problem lay beneath the hunter’s moccasins. Whenever he moved, the stalker had to step upon the forest’s ground cover of dead leaves and twigs…. without alerting wildlife. How did the Cherokees solve these problems?

If the cluttered maze of the woods denied a long shot at an animal, then these native bow-hunters were forced to reduce the distance between hunter and prey. (This is one of many stories about the land shaping the lives of the people who inhabit it.) There were four ways to achieve a closer shot: 1. setting up a blind (or simply hiding) and waiting for an animal to approach, 2. luring an animal with an intriguing sound, scent, or curious motion, 3. setting a trap that could maim, kill, or contain the animal, or 4. approaching the animal with stealth. The ancient hunters used all these techniques, but none so shaped their physical lives as the last option: stalking.

Ironically, by choosing to close the distance of hunter and prey to solve the first problem, the Cherokees exacerbated the second problem. Moving across that noisy forest floor only became more challenging as he got closer to his prey. How did he eliminate the sounds produced by his body weight on all the crumbly items underfoot? He didn’t. He simply spread them out by applying his weight to the earth so slowly that the little “ticks” and “pops” and “cracks” of crushed leaves were heard individually rather than en masse. It is true that a twig can break no matter how slowly a foot comes down on it, and such a “snap” is undoubtedly an alarm to an animal. But the supple sole of his moccasin allowed the stalker to detect twigs by touch and thereby avoid them. What was left—the crackling of leaves—was so spread out that it could easily have been interpreted as the ramblings of a beetle. In fact, many insects are noisier in dry leaves than a skilled stalker.

Stalking was also necessary in warfare, where the stakes were higher. Stealth could save the life of a man or woman moving through enemy territory.

Hollywood has given us the wrong impression about the actual mechanics of stalking. In terms of movie-making, it would be impractical to show an authentic stalker moving even one step. The scene would last three minutes. Instead, filmmakers have chosen to depict “Indians” with preternatural abilities of soundless movement by simply turning off the sound on a sneaking-up-on-the-white-man scene. As a result, movies have duped audiences into believing that Native Americans possessed some kind of innate magic. It wasn’t magic. They exercised supreme body control, strength, and balance—all dictated by need. Stalking had to be learned, practiced, and mastered.

It does take work and practice to stalk well, but—barring a severe handicap—most people have the necessary ingredients to become successful stalkers. What is lacking is need. Few Americans need to hunt to live. Strolling the aisles of a grocery store is easier. Even among those who do hunt, only a small percentage choose to stalk. Most sit in a tree stand—usually a small, factory-made seat attached to a tree trunk. I have seen cushioned armchairs perched fifteen feet off the ground on more elaborate platforms.

The first hunter-stalkers of history also faced a mental challenge: to remain calm and controlled under the high tension and stress of a stalking-to-kill scenario. They probably sensed by instinct the arguable point that “nerves” alone can announce an interloper’s presence in the forest, and so they mastered a relaxed mindset.

More than a hunter’s skill, stalking is a method of getting closer to wildlife simply to observe. The grace of stalking even finds its way into everyday life. It can change the way one walks or runs by using the legs like shock absorbers. Powers of awareness are heightened. Movement becomes more economical. Strength and balance improve.

One of stalking’s greatest contributions is in adding to the scrapbook of a person’s life. The memories of animal encounters that I have earned by stalking are some of the most powerful images filed away inside my head. These treasures could not have been acquired by any shortcut, save the technology of a high-powered lens, but that piece of optical equipment removes a person from the intimacy of the “duet.” From a distance an observer does not hear, smell, and feel the same stimuli that the animal is experiencing.

Stalking emphasizes an all-important tenet of primitive skills: that merit is the abiding law of Nature. Deer and bears, chipmunks and turkeys, foxes and crows—all are unforgiving critics to the beginner stalker. To be successful one must perform with an excellence measured by the standards of the animals one stalks.

Perhaps most importantly, stalking elevates one’s status in the forest from visitor to participant. In a sense, the stalker must “go wild.” He abandons as much of his human traits as possible: silhouette, scent, habitual gait rhythm, talkativeness, and heavy-footed passage through the forest. To transcend to this state of wildness is a profound shift. Perhaps only those who experience it can appreciate its depth.

Even on days when I struck out into the wilderness for the sole purpose of simply seeing whatever animal I could see—even if my only sightings were birds, squirrels, chipmunks, spiders, and insects—I was still keenly aware of my place in the community of the forest. Naturally, when I set out I hoped for a more dramatic sighting—a bear, fox, or deer—but I felt my intimacy with the forest take a quantum leap. Whenever a student asks me about the best ways to find that personal portal into the bonding of human and Nature, I often recommend: “Go out alone into the wild…. and stalk.”

When I was younger and just beginning to embrace stalking as an adventure, hundreds of challenges popped up in my life that had nothing at all to do with animals. I became so interested in the cause-and-effect relationship of movement and sound that my curiosity carried over into every facet of my everyday life. I began to entertain little challenges that had not occurred to me before I was a stalker: setting a drinking glass down on a wooden tabletop without any sound; sitting on the ground Indian style and rising slowly without repositioning my feet and without a rustle of clothing; closing a door silently by pushing and pulling on it at the same time, letting the latch catch without a click, then easing the turned knob back to its resting place; moving so slowly through a room that the movement of my shadow could not be detected in my peripheral vision.

But the richest part of stalking is the collection of moments indelibly imprinted in memory: the gray fox trotting past my leg; the woodchuck herding her babies; the black bear climbing the serviceberry tree to feast on its fruit. Every image is priceless.
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Though often confused with stalking, tracking is a very different endeavor. Tracking an animal does not necessarily involve catching up to it to observe, mainly because tracking is slow work. The trackee has an obvious advantage in outdistancing the tracker.

Tracking is reading the earth’s manuscript to make sense of the markings revealed by some event. Often it involves elements other than animal signs. Wind, rain, falling tree limbs, and a number of other sources make tracks. No matter what kinds of signs are found, interpreting them is always instructive.



[image: This swelling shows where a female goldenrod gall fly laid an egg. A small hole found in the gall would be a track left by the emerging adult fly, or by an invasive wasp that ate the larva. A larger gouge into the gall would be a sign of a hungry woodpecker.]
This swelling shows where a female goldenrod gall fly laid an egg. A small hole found in the gall would be a track left by the emerging adult fly, or by an invasive wasp that ate the larva. A larger gouge into the gall would be a sign of a hungry woodpecker.



To some people a tracker might seem to have a mystical connection to Nature that others don’t. But the truth is: It’s all about looking closely…. at everything. The exercises contained in these pages are designed to help you do that.

Tracks are everywhere. Some are blatant, like the cookie-cutter prints of a deer’s hooves in mud. Others are vague, like the wispy pattern on tree bark where a flying squirrel has landed. We naturally become more aware of tracks on the morning after a wintry snow. Suddenly our backyards look like a wildlife road map. Similar tracks are probably made nightly over that same terrain, but without the snow to illuminate them, the signs are more hidden.

Nighttime is the preferred domain of many creatures. Prey animals, like deer and mice, feel safer moving around in the dark. Predators, like wolves, have adapted to the schedule of their prey, and so they too embrace a nocturnal life. This arrangement is beneficial to predator and prey, because by living the “night life” both the hunter and the hunted avoid a confrontation with the one animal they most fear: humans.

With or without snow, mud, sand, or some other soft substrate, tracks are abundant around us. They register on dead leaves, dry dirt, bark, roots, trees, rocks, plants, and logs. Some tracks last for years, some for days, and others for seconds. How transitory a track proves to be is usually a factor of the weather, mainly humidity.


[image: Later in the tracking section of this book, you will learn to interpret this pattern of tracks, which shows where a raccoon slowed down its gait.]
Later in the tracking section of this book, you will learn to interpret this pattern of tracks, which shows where a raccoon slowed down its gait.



When you think of it, everything is really a track. Your car parked in the driveway shows where you last exited your vehicle. Your car keys on the counter point out where you emptied your pocket. Even your home is the complicated convergence of many tracks where workmen’s hands and tools left their marks.

The more we study tracks, the deeper we move into the mindset of a modern Sherlock Holmes. Tracking reveals mysteries. Where do we get the answers to these questions? There are a number of reference books on animal tracks, many of which are listed in the back of this book.  Capitalizing on the life works of these authors helps us to take giant steps in our quest to become trackers, yet to be a part of it we must get our hands and knees in the dirt and build a base of personal experience.

Nothing gives us a more direct and satisfying bit of feedback as eyewitnessing a track as it is being made. This is why stalking and tracking work together as a logical team. One empowers the other. Imagine finding an unfamiliar animal footprint by a creek. You might thumb through a book and find a drawing that identifies the creature by name. But what if its walking pattern changes? Exactly what did the animal do at this point? The best way to know for sure is to see the track being made. Stalking and observing puts you in the front row of a tracking class, and the animal is your teacher.
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The rationale for including games in this book is simple: As educators, we want our students to know that they can have fun in the outdoors. It’s one of the ways children get comfortable in Nature. Then they will want to return. 






 I was a master of discovery, flawlessly finding each immediate opening as it appeared, my gait never faltering. I felt my body coiled for efficiency, producing its own lightness of foot and quietness of pad. My legs worked gracefully, each hind foot slipping into the track of its corresponding front foot, ready at any instant to change course so as to weave through the foliage ahead.

—M. Choestoe, Day as a Fox
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CHAPTER 1

Stalking—The Lessons of Fox

On a cold January morning I was stalking up a mountain—moving at a snail’s pace—for the sole purpose of seeing whatever I could see. I was halfway up the slope when I came upon a jumble of large boulders. There I stopped to listen.

Against the whisper of shoals down in the river valley, the quiet of the woods was complete. I felt that I belonged here as much as any wild animal. This was a private membership earned through the act of stalking. Regardless of whether or not I would sight a memorable animal, I knew that this membership was reason enough to stalk.


[image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]


From somewhere beyond the tallest rock came a rustling in the leaf litter. Something was running…. fast! A frantic rabbit rounded the rock and bolted straight at me. Abruptly it stopped at my feet and then angled off downhill, scampering out of sight toward the floodplain below. Then all was quiet.

Still unmoving and gathered in the stalker’s position, I wondered: What was the reason for the rabbit’s blundering dash? I began to parse every part of the scenario, to try to make some sense of it. Perhaps it was I who had alarmed the rabbit. If so, it must have been confused about my location. After all, the cottontail had practically run right into me. But my assessment was wrong. The real heart of this story was about to unfold.



[image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]


Another sound materialized, this one faint but steady—a dainty, quick-step padding on the cold ground. A gray fox trotted around the boulder and began to descend the rocky debris exactly where the rabbit had passed. There the terrain was like a broken staircase, but the fox fairly glided down that uneven ramp, its lustrous rust and gray body as fluid as a marble rolling down a slanted board. The fox’s legs worked like flawless shock absorbers, taking up each measured difference in the uneven rock. Its smoothness seemed effortless. In this descent of five feet over scattered stone, the fox had given me a master’s demonstration of body control.

The fox slowed and walked toward me, following the course of the rabbit; but where the rabbit had veered, the fox came on, passing within two inches of my left foot. I could easily have touched it with the toe of my moccasin.
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Having given up the chase, the fox moved around me along the contour of the slope, where I watched its feet follow a narrow and straight line at the center of its body weight, as if walking a tightrope. That was the lesson of the fox: the laser-like path of its torso while making forward progress. On the uneven ramp of broken stone, this graceful creature had shown no up-and-down bouncing on the rocks. Walking away from me, its foot placement eliminated all side-to-side body movement. All too soon, class was over.

After a few minutes of paying silent tribute to the place—a patch of rocky ground that would be forever changed for me—I absorbed the lesson into my own legs and continued up the ramp to see what else I might see.


Animals as Teachers


[image: Mountain laurel]
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Have you ever heard the adage: “If you get lost in the woods, watch what the animals eat and there you will find your food.” This misguided folklore has somehow passed down through oral tradition, but it is of no use to humans. I have watched deer eat leaves of mountain laurel, a shrub deadly to humans. I have spied raccoons eating poison ivy berries and opossums gnawing at decomposing flesh. I sat with a box turtle one day as it gnawed on holly berries.

You have nothing to learn about your menu by watching wild animals eat their chosen foods, but you have everything to gain by watching their methods of stealth. There is a paradox in this equation: To get close enough to observe and learn animals’ stalking techniques, you yourself must have good stalking techniques. These chapters are designed to help you gain that audience with the true master stalkers of the wild.

Even if you accept the theories that humans were not originally predators, stalking remains in the human equation. It is not only a means of locomotion toward something you might want, but it is also an exit strategy from something that might want you!

Early humans improved their innate stalking capabilities by learning from the animals of the wild. And so shall we, as we start with the lessons of three masters: the fox, deer, and heron.
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To understand the fox’s rationale for keeping its feet on a line at its center of gravity, ask your students to stand in a circle, each student facing inward. Instruct all to plant their feet side by side, body weight equally distributed over each leg. Give these instructions: “Now be absolutely still. Do not move until I give the signal. At the word ‘go,’ I want you to leisurely walk toward the center of the circle but be ready to stop instantly when I say, ‘Freeze!’”

Now wait for the group to settle into stillness. When all is quiet, give the command, “Go! Freeze!” saying both words back to back. No one will have a chance to step forward, but all will see that the first movement made in walking is a decided shift to one side over the leg that will support the body while the other leg starts forward. In walking, each time we take a step, we repeat this sway, a side-to-side swagger that is most noticeable from the front view of the walker.

This frontal view is exactly what a stalked animal sees. Swaggering, therefore, must be eliminated from a stalker’s forward movement.






[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg] Receiving the Gift of the Fox


Rather than alternately shifting your body weight over left and right legs as you walk, bring your legs under the straight-line path of your body, as if planting your feet on a straight line drawn in the dirt. Try this first inside, where you can follow a long strip of masking tape stuck to the floor. Keep your legs slightly bent as you walk this line, and make your body float with the precision of a slow laser beam as your legs do all the work to make such smoothness possible.

If you take a mouse’s point of view, you can appreciate the fox’s technique. The back-to-front movement is not nearly as noticeable as the side-to-side movement.





[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg] Proof of the Fox’s Wisdom


Sit in a semi-dark room facing a window. Now stretch your hand in front of you at arm’s length toward the window. Bend the wrist 90 degrees so that the palm faces you. Squint your eyes to reduce the hand to a dark silhouette, then slowly bring the hand toward your eyes…. as slowly as your muscles can manage the movement. Notice that the gradual enlargement of your hand is hardly discernable. Now change the direction of movement 90 degrees, moving your hand to one side at the same speed. You will see immediately that this movement is dramatically more noticeable.
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The Evolution of Walking

Humans have perfected the bipedal walk to near mastery. It has become our walking habit to purposefully tilt forward, lose our balance on one leg, fall slightly, and catch ourselves with the other leg. We do this so seamlessly that there does not appear to be an actual “falling” on one leg or a “catching” by the other.

As a stalker, this technique presents five problems: 1. The motion is too fast. It would draw the attention of every eye in the forest. 2. By committing to a “falling” in each step, one gives up the ability to freeze at that particular moment. 3. By blindly letting a foot contact the ground at this pace, one has no control over the sounds that might result from crushing leaves, twigs, or other ground litter underfoot. 4. A steady walk establishes an auditory pattern of human locomotion. 5. Such steps telegraph vibrations into the ground, advertising the weight (and therefore the identity) of an intruder among wild animals.
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To investigate point #2 in the above paragraph, ask your students to form a flank and practice walking forward in step like a military squad, but at a relaxed pace. Call out a slow cadence for them until all are able to walk in sync. Then inform them that on their next flanking “march” forward you are going to call out, “Freeze!” Their job is to stop in space at that instant. Call this command when the trailing foot just begins to pass the supporting foot. If the students follow your command to the millisecond, they will appear like statues falling forward.






Foot Placement


[image: chpt_fig_012.jpg]


By slowing down your walking pace to the extreme, you can lower the forward-moving foot to the ground without losing your balance. During this lowering time, keep all body weight over the rear leg. There should be no transfer of torso weight  forward. Only after the front foot has settled on the ground should the torso move forward…. slowly.
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After teaching your students how to make that near-weightless step with the probing foot, allow them to practice individually. When you spot someone committing his weight too quickly, walk over and inform him that you are going to challenge him to freeze. Sometimes this warning alone works to slow him down. If not, wait for the vulnerable moment (see Proof of Falling above) and call, “Freeze!” He should be able to stop instantly without any loss of balance or jostling motion. A skilled stalker never relinquishes the ability to freeze.





[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg] Un-Waddling and Mastering Control


Now try the Proof of Waddling exercise again, but this time instruct your walkers to begin with their feet foxlike, in a line toe to heel. This time when you start them, watch for any lateral movement. If you see none, let them continue toward the center of the circle. “Freeze” and “start” them many times, trying to surprise them, testing their balance. Before they reach the center, stop the group and instruct them to return to their starting places by walking slowly backward.
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After the group grasps the skill of walking without committing weight forward, instruct them to walk this way in random patterns in a room with plenty of space for all to move around. As a group they are going to attempt a mass, instantaneous “freeze,” each walker becoming an immediate statue. Watch the group as a whole by standing on a chair in one corner and focusing your eyes above them at the opposite corner. Using your peripheral vision only, monitor their movements. When you call out, “Freeze!” you should be able to detect any late motion by any student. Without revealing the name of the culprit(s), announce a second try, and then a third, and so on, until finally the group achieves unity in freezing, creating an immediate tableau of stillness in the room. The final success is a bonding moment for the class.






Balance

Bodily balance is one of the skills that a stalker must embrace. The more one practices one-legged balancing exercises, the better one gets at it. One simple aspect of posture can bring faster results: Bend the supporting leg. Without informing your students of this secret, let them learn it on their own in the next exercise.



[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg] A Secret of Balance


Have your students form a circle facing inward with about two feet between neighbors. When all are motionless and quiet, give these instructions: “Everyone raise a foot off the ground and balance.” Most will choose to lock the supporting leg straight in order to gain the advantage of bone propped on bone. To get everyone in the same mode, instruct all to stiffen the support leg. After a practice, let them relax on both feet.

Now lay out the rules: “I’m going to step before each of you, one at a time. When I do, I’d like you to raise one foot off the ground and lock your supporting leg as straight as possible. Then I will place two fingertips on your sternum and gently push you at an unexpected moment.” (Give students the option of placing a flat hand on their sternum, in case they prefer that you push the back of their hand instead.) “Try not to let me push you over. Keep your spine upright throughout so that you don’t try to absorb my push by arching your back. I want you to deal with the challenge by using your body strength. As you do, pinpoint which muscles you are using as you try to remain upright.”

Stand before a student. Once he raises a foot and settles in, place your two fingers on his sternum, wait, then, without telegraphing your move through a shift of your body, push just enough to upset his balance. He will probably step back to catch himself. Or he may retain his balance. It is not so important which he does. What is important is that he realizes which muscles he engages as he attempts to remain upright.

Go to the next person and repeat the exercise. If no one falls backward, you have been too gentle for the students to learn the lesson. Start over and upgrade your push.

When you have completed the circle (after which most, if not all, students should have fallen back and caught themselves with their free leg), ask everyone where the muscles are located that they employed in trying to stay upright. (Though thigh muscles were flexed in the straightening-of-the-leg effort, most will feel that their attempt at balance recovery came from the ankle and foot.)

Now repeat the exercise, but this time instruct everyone to bend the support leg so that the body lowers about two inches. Students will experience a marked difference. Many will not lose their balance. Those that do fall are not pushovers like before. To the “pusher,” this bent-leg round feels as if each student has gained twenty to forty pounds.

“What muscles did you use that time?” Many students will realize that they used all the leg muscles and the abdominals. Pair up and let partners push each other in both stances, so that the “pusher” can experience the added ballast of the “pushee” that was accomplished simply by bending the support leg.
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Indoors or outdoors, have your students form a circle around you so that there is about three feet between neighbors. Instruct them to place one foot directly in front of the other and to concentrate on balance. Next, have them bend both legs enough to lower the body two inches. Finally, tell them to lift their arms six inches away from their sides.

“Imagine you are about to walk through a path bounded by three pairs of razorblades. One pair hangs a half inch above your shoulders and extends all the way to me. The second pair rises from the ground to within a half inch of your armpits. The last razorblades are horizontal, a half inch from each deltoid muscle.”

Challenge them to walk toward you without getting cut. They must proceed slowly, their torsos moving forward like lasers as their legs become fine-tuned shock absorbers. Watch everyone’s progress. Stop anyone who is moving too fast and have him start over at the proper speed. When everyone in the circle has taken at least four slow steps, say, “Freeze!” Look around and see that they remain motionless. “Now without turning around and without getting cut, return to your starting place.”










The animals were of different sizes and wore coats of various colors and patterns. Some wore long fur and others wore short. Some had rings on their tails and others had no tails at all…. they were always disputing about their good looks.

—James Mooney, History, Myths, and Sacred Formulas of the Cherokees
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CHAPTER 2

What the Eyes of the Wild Can See—About Movement
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A bright red shirt in the forest attracts no more attention from most wild creatures than a gray shirt. In fact, to sylvan mammals, red appears as gray. Foxes, deer, rabbits, raccoons, mice—virtually all the drab-colored creatures of the wild—have eyes that have evolved away from color detection. Many of these animals are most active in the night, where colors matter little. In addition, these predators and prey have become so camouflaged over time that color detection has lost almost all importance for them. In their retinas the cones have been usurped by the rods, which are the sentinels of motion. Using a “wide-screen” view, these rod-rich eyes can look for motion in the whole of the forest before them. In other words, peripheral vision becomes the main focus. We often call this “seeing out of the corner of an eye.”

Without a specific need to do so, humans rarely practice this technique, especially in the forest. We tend to concentrate our visual attention on very specific subjects: a rock, a shadow, a tree trunk, a bird. Such tunnel vision keeps us from seeing the bigger picture—including any movement that might appear elsewhere in our “viewing screen.”
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[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg] The Invisible Hand


This is one of the richest lessons about motion that you can impart to your students. Have them stand in a semicircle facing you, being sure that all can see the upper two-thirds of your body. To keep good faith with them, be sure to use the word “trick” in your introduction.

“I’m going to show you a trick that will help you understand a stalker’s need for extreme slow motion.”

With that simple introduction, raise one hand above your head, palm toward your audience, while casually placing the other hand flat against your belly. Briefly glance upward at your raised hand and say, “I am going to make a movement with my hand, but I don’t think you will see it because I am going to be very stealthy. Keep your eyes glued to my hand and let’s see if you can catch my five-inch movement.”

Once everyone is staring at that raised hand, keep it as steady as a rock. Then, over the next sixty seconds, close your lower hand (against your belly) into a fist as slowly as you can manage. This movement is your challenge! Perform it with such painstaking slowness and fluidity that the motion is not noticed.

When the fist is closed against your belly and your audience’s eyes are still riveted to your top hand, surprise them by saying, “I have completed the motion.” Lower the top hand to point at the fist. “That was the hand I moved.” Lots of groans and scowls might surface at this point. “I told you it was a trick, but I proved something to you about ultra-slow-motion, which we will now refer to as ‘USM.’ If movement occurs somewhere within your peripheral vision—that is, somewhere off to one side in your ‘vision screen,’ away from the point of your focus—if it’s done in USM, the movement is invisible. Let’s do it again.

“Of course, now that you know the trick, this will take a lot of willpower. Force yourself to keep your eyes trained on the top hand while peripherally concentrating on the lower.”

Now you—the teacher—have an enhanced challenge. Everyone is going to try to catch you closing your lower hand. Just let time dissolve and go at it even more slowly. All it takes is patience. When you are halfway into making a fist, tell everyone to look down at the moving hand to see the speed of USM. Keep the motion going smoothly and steadily.

“One more time,” you say. “This time I guarantee you will see the motion.” Assume your pose again, one hand raised, one hand flat on the belly. “Keep your eyes fixed on my upper hand. Tell me when you see movement in my lower hand.”

After a few seconds, close your lower hand into a fist at a relaxed speed. It doesn’t need to be fast—only faster than USM. Everyone will be gratified to see the movement. As they now look at your lower hand, duplicate the easy manner in which you closed it. It wasn’t really a fast movement, but within the definitions of stealth it was “eye-catching.” The lesson is complete: USM is invisible in peripheral vision.
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With your group formed in a semicircle, stand before them and stare directly at one particular student’s eyes as you drop into “full-screen-vision.” As you do, watch for any motion from any other student.

“You can all see that my eyes are fixed on Susan,” you say, “but… (it won’t take long for you to pick up movement from somewhere else in the crowd) in my full-screen-vision I see Daniel taking his right hand off his hip to let it drop by his leg.” All this without taking your eyes off Susan. Now you look at Daniel. “Am I right?”

Daniel, no doubt awestruck that his teacher is savvy about his movements, nods.
With this performance you have revealed a crucial principle about motion detection.
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Now that you have revealed your method of detecting motion from directions in which you appear not to be looking, your students will want to try it. By dropping into full-screen-vision, they will experience the way that a deer or a raccoon looks for danger in the forest. By peering through “deer eyes,” they will better know what they are up against when the time comes to stalk a deer in the wild.
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Have a dozen students form a thirty-foot-wide circle, all facing inward. Explain to them that you will walk around the outside of the circle and secretly touch three people on the back. No one should make a movement or change an expression to show that she was touched.
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As you walk around the circle, raise your hand close to each back but touch only three people who are somewhat distant from one another. Return to your place in the circle and ask all to hold their arms down by their sides with their hands flat.

“I’m going to count down from ‘five’ but I won’t say ‘zero.’ At the moment that I should say ‘zero’ I will quickly close my hands into fists. Watch me.”

Keeping absolutely still as you stand with stiffened hands, count: “Five, four, three, two, one…” In the next beat, quickly close your hands into fists.

“Now everyone must be absolutely still. I’m going to count down again, exactly the same way, leaving the ‘zero’ unspoken. At that silent ‘zero,’ the three people I tapped will close their hands. Nothing else should move, just their hands.

“We’re going to see how many fist-makers each of you can spot by using full-screen-vision. Choose a focal point over the head of a person across the circle. Keep your eyes fixed on that object—a flake of bark, a leaf, whatever—but relax your focus to include your full-screen-vision. Without letting your eyes move, try to catch the movements in your peripheral vision.”

Once everyone has settled into full-screen-vision, remind them to stiffen their hands at their sides and to be still. Then count: “Five, four, three, two, one…” In  the next instant, with everyone gazing straight ahead (while looking at everything within the limits of their peripheral vision), three students quickly close their hands.

Ask everyone to point at someone who moved his hands. Fingers will come up to point at fist-makers. Some may even have two arms extended, pointing at two different fist-makers. Occasionally, someone sees all three.

Repeat the game, this time secretly tapping only two students on the back as you walk outside the circle. Then do it again, tapping only one. Finally, make one last orbit and tap no one. At the “zero” moment, you, the teacher, should wiggle both index fingers quickly. Your full-screen-vision watchers will get better and better with each practice.




Stillness

A considerable amount of real-time stalking includes periods spent not moving at all. Absolute stillness is an imperative when an animal starts to look a stalker’s way. Furthermore, for a stalker, periodically pausing one’s forward progress is prudent. These pauses can provide a needed rest, but they must be disciplined, with no movement at all.
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Have your students face you from a semicircle five paces away. Each student may drop to one knee or stand. Challenge all to be absolutely still as you time them with a stopwatch. To monitor them, look just above their heads at some fixed point and use your full-screen-vision to watch everyone peripherally. The slightest motion will jump out at you.

Remind them: “No one is exempt. No one can be ‘lost in the crowd.’ One person’s smallest movement will cause the whole group to fail.”

At a starting signal, time them. At the slightest waver of a body, tilt of a head, or twitch of an arm, stop the watch. (On a first try, young students rarely last two seconds.) Repeat until they get dead serious about the challenge. Set a record and attempt to break it on subsequent days.






USM: Ultra-Slow-Motion

My first mentor in USM was a grasshopper as long and thick as my index finger. I was sitting on a high cliff enjoying a spectacular view, when my attention was jarred by a gargantuan insect that came barreling in from the wild blue yonder, wings clicking. It landed two feet away from me on my stone slab perch.

As I stared at this intricately painted creature—detailed in black, yellow, and red—it began a perplexing, six-step, excruciatingly slow dance that perhaps only a grasshopper could explain. Moving one leg at a time with infinite patience, it began a meticulous rotation of its body, so slow that the motion was hypnotic. The rotation went on for minutes, as smooth and fluid as a dust mote floating through an empty room.
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Leaving the mystery I returned my gaze to the vista below me. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the grasshopper had stopped its ritual, so I looked at it. It hadn’t stopped at all. I simply had not detected its movement. So I focused my eyes on a pebble two feet away from the grasshopper and tried to detect its movement in my peripheral vision. Stopped again, I thought. I looked directly at it to see the dance still in session.

I chose another focal point one foot away. After fifteen seconds I could detect no motion. Checking the insect again, I watched it resume its rotation. Six inches away…. same results. By the time my eyes could perceive the movement, I was practically looking right at the grasshopper.




Full-Screen-Vision


[image: chpt_fig_020.jpg]


When a predator or prey looks in the direction of a curious movement, sound, or scent, it relaxes its eyes to look at everything in its entire “screen of vision.” Though humans can also do this, they seldom do. The practice is so rare that most people are not aware of the shape of their own human “screens,” even after looking through them their whole life. Out at the edges of the wide-screen images we take in, there are dark borders that define the shape of the human screen. We don’t notice those borders because we’re paying attention to details inside the screen. Do you know the shape of yours?



[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg] Defining the Human Screen


Hold both fists at arm’s length in front of you. Raise your thumbs vertically and wiggle them. While keeping your eyes fixed straight ahead, keep wiggling as you slowly spread your arms to the left and right. Concentrate on both movements in your peripheral vision and note at what point the movement disappears. Now do the same with a single arm in every direction and learn the shape of your screen.
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Outside, look at a scene by fixing your eyes on some distant object and then relaxing your eyes to take in everything inside your screen. Without moving your eyes, search for movement in every corner of the screen for at least two minutes. There is usually something moving somewhere within your view—a bough swaying in a breeze, a bird, a squirrel, a moth, a fly.
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To try this with your students, have them sit in a flank, all facing the same general scene in the forest. In each lap are a tablet and pencil. They must keep their heads aimed forward with their eyes relaxed in full-screen-vision. Each time they see a movement they should let their eyes focus on it without moving their heads. Then they should write a note, identifying the movement. Later all can compare what they saw and what they did not.










O Deer, you stand close by the tree, you sweeten your saliva with acorns. Now you are standing near.

—from a Cherokee deer song, James Mooney, History, Myths, and Sacred Formulas of the Cherokees
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CHAPTER 3

More Animal Teachers—The Lessons of Deer and Heron

Imagine stroking a doe’s back, letting your hand follow the curve of her rump, gliding down the strong muscle of the upper rear leg to that sharp, elbow-like turn in her bones. That angular joint about eighteen inches off the ground is her heel. The remaining slender part of the appendage is her foot. Only her toes touch the ground.
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Over the course of time the toes of deer fused into two pointed hooves that can slip silently into foliage. When the doe raises and lowers a foot vertically, she the-needle” style rather than pushing through foliage. The forward progress of her foot above the stratum of plants is, of course, soundless.

For most of us, it is impractical to adopt this balancing act on our toes. Even repeatedly walking on the balls of the feet is asking a lot of humans. Once the foot is down, our natural, flattened, plantigrade position is best for support and balance. Even so, we can adopt two lessons of the deer: 1. In the raising and lowering of feet, we point our toes downward, and 2. we lift our feet high above the foliage to make soundless forward progress.


Choosing Your Step

It is not always possible or preferable to maintain a strict straight line in stalking. Even the fox deviates from a straight line when necessary. A descending foot must probe and assess with the toes. If an obstacle or problematic piece of the forest is in a stalker’s path, she is forced to find an alternate landing site for that foot, either lateral to or short of the intended step. (To extend the length of step is possible, of course, but physically taxing due to the deep-knee-bend imposed on the support leg.)

A stalker’s feet learn to feel their way forward by avoiding unstable rocks, rounded limbs, breakable branches, lumpy roots, logs, etc. This must be done blindly, because a stalker’s eyes should be dedicated to the forest ahead. After an animal is spotted, eyes must remain fixed on it so that the stalker knows when to freeze.

One of the most ingrained habits that beginner stalkers find difficult to erase is the tendency to look at the ground a few feet in front of them. (Watch any group of people as they walk outside—even on a trail—and you’ll see most eyes focused downward.)
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At the end of a long lesson on tracking near the Chattooga River with twenty high school seniors, I led the way along a well-worn trail back to our base camp. Each time I turned to look back at the students, I saw every eye trained on the ground at the heels of the person before them. At a thickly foliaged bend in the path I picked up speed until I was out of sight, then ran ahead to a grove of rhododendron that made an arch over the path.

After climbing into the trees, I sprawled out belly-down over a hammock of interlacing branches and settled into my perch just eight feet above the ground. When the students passed under me, I could have reached down and plucked off each hat. All eyes were cast down. No one looked up. When they disappeared up the trail, I dropped down, caught up, and joined the back of the line.

When a few students noticed me, questions began to pour in. When I told them that they had walked under me, no one believed it, until I related some of the conversations I’d heard as they passed. I had done nothing remarkable. I was in plain view. I had simply elevated myself above the typical human radar and remained still and quiet. The telltale part of the story is that everyone had voluntarily limited their range of vision in exactly the same way.
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It is true that this lowering of the eyes is sensible for safety—checking the terrain for any potential danger—but a stalker must learn to look at the bigger picture. Most problems in the terrain can be noted while they are still distant. The speed of stalking eliminates tripping or turning an ankle. If the need to look down is undeniable, it is best to lower the eyes slowly. When moved quickly, the whites of the eyes flash like a blink of light.
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In a spacious room, set up a maze by balancing barely opened books on end, each book only fourteen inches from its neighbors. A barefoot stalker must then balance a book on his head as he makes his way from one side of the room to the other. Throughout the effort, he attempts to feel his way without toppling a book. During each raising or lowering of a foot, the toes should point down…. deer-style.
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Find a lush bed of ferns or dense stand of herbs and examine it from several feet away using a long stick to part the greenery as a precaution against venomous snakes that might be enjoying the shade under the foliage. After inspecting the area, stalk along a fifteen-foot route using the pointed toe technique each time you raise a trailing foot or lower a leading foot. As the downward-pointed foot threads through the greenery to reach the ground, gently flatten your foot by settling it between plant stems at ground level.

Walk out of the ferns by a different route and then show a friend your starting place. Ask her to try to follow your path by the clues of crushed foliage. If she can’t succeed, then you have done well. Now reciprocate and allow her the same challenge.
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